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I.

INTRODUCTION

United States history is marked and checkered with grievous race massacres dating
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back to the end of slavery. These race "riots," as they are benignly referred to in some
quarters, occurred infamously in Tulsa, Elaine, Rosewood, Chicago, Detroit, and so many
other lesser remembered cities. The starkest period of race massacres in the United States,
including each of those just mentioned, occurred in the early 1900s, between 1919 and
1923 when Black Americans, newly empowered by service in a world war and having
gained available land grants in territories where indigenous peoples were forced to
abandon, began finding economic and political footholds. When in 1919 and 1921, African
American citizens were becoming successful and independent economically, race
massacres annihilated these fledgling successes. At a time when economic independence
was becoming a light at the end of a long, dark tunnel for Black Americans, white
supremacy and racial capitalism worked to ensure that this light and hope was quashed.
This quashing of early African American economic success, particularly on Tulsa's Black
Wall Street and in the fields of Elaine, Arkansas, sent shock-waves of oppression that still
reverberate today.
This article will examine the role of racial capitalism in the race massacres of Tulsa,
Oklahoma in 1921 and Elaine, Arkansas in 1919. This article begins with an introduction
to racial capitalism. Next,it describes the race massacres in the Greenwood District of
Tulsa and the evisceration of Black Wall Street before examining the race massacre in
Elaine and the destruction of the lives and fortunes of Black sharecroppers there.
Thereafter, the article describes the role that racial capitalism and the economic
exploitation of Black Americans played in carrying out that massive destruction of Black
human capital. Finally, the article describes how the echoes of these race massacres
continues to sound today in a white supremacist refrain that is quintessentially the song
that accompanies the founding and growth of the American economy.
First then, what is racial capitalism and what role has it played in the race massacres
that checker U.S. history?
IL

RACIAL CAPITALISM

Capitalism, much of the world's current economic system, possesses a long, storied
and ofttimes sordid history. Indeed, the sixteenth and seventeenth century origin story of
capitalism is often clouded and mystified when narrated typically favoring expansive
generalizations and superlatives describing "innovation," "markets," "invention," "credit,"
"trade," "money systems," "interchangeable parts," "steam power," and the like. What is
often ignored and forgotten historically is the story of the millions of lives that were
shattered in service of innovation, markets, invention, trade, interchangeable parts, and the
like, as the transition from feudalism to early capitalism literally crushed millions of
human beings, most often persons of color, with many of those effects still felt and relevant
today. 2
1. See generally DAVID GRAEBER, DEBT: THE FIRST 5,000 YEARS 22-28 (1st ed. 2011); ELLEN MEIKSINS
WOOD, THE ORIGIN OF CAPITALISM: A LONGER VIEW 11-33 (1st ed. 1999).
2. See generally GERALD HORNE, THE APOCALYPSE OF SETTLER COLONIALISM: THE ROOTS OF SLAVERY,
WHITE SUPREMACY, AND CAPITALISM IN SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY NORTH AMERICA AND THE CAR[BBEAN
(2018) [hereinafter THE APOCALYPSE OF SETTLER COLONIALISM]; GERALD HORNE, THE DAWNING OF THE
APOCALYPSE: THE ROOTS OF SLAVERY, WHITE SUPREMACY, SETTLER COLONIALISM AND CAPITALISM IN THE
LONG SIXTEENTH CENTURY (2020); KARL POLANYi, THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION: THE POLITICAL AND
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Scholars of late, in an attempt to colorize the sanitized version of capitalism's
3
history, have taken to referring to this shattering of human life as "racial capitalism."
Racial capitalism cuts through the clouded mystification of capitalism's evolution story by
linking it to the origin's most indispensable component: exploitation. Particularly, the
human exploitation of those races deemed most exploitable-the non-white. To founding
theorist Cedric Robinson, racial capitalism necessarily implicates the fact that "the
development, organization, and expansion of capitalist society pursued essentially racial
directions"4 and that "the historical development of world capitalism was influenced in a
5
most fundamental way by the particularistic forces of racism and nationalism." Further
developing Robinson's framework, scholars, and activists today are defining racial
capitalism as a "conceptual framework to understand the mutually constitutive nature of
racialization and capitalist exploitation, inter alia, on a global scale, in specific localities,
in discrete historical moments, in the entrenchment of the carceral state, and in the era of
6
neoliberalization and permanent war."
Racial capitalism makes manifest that capitalistic success, white owned wealth and property,
was built on the backs of those exploited minority populations, including through slavery,
involuntary servitude, manifest destiny, and oppression. If racial capitalism involves the
7
process of deriving economic and social value from the racial identity of another, then
historian Gerald Horne demonstrates the exploitative utility of this framework when writing
that: London was a prime beneficiary of this systemic cruelty. . . . As scholar William
Pettigrew has argued forcefully, the African Slave Trade rested at the heart of what is still

held dear in capitalist societies: free trade, anti-monarchism, and a racially sharpened and
class-based democracy.8 Like a seesaw, as London rose Africa and the Americas fell. As
one scholar put it, "the industrial revolution in England the cotton plantation in the South
were part of the same set of facts." . . . More to the point ... "without English capitalism
there probably would have been no capitalis[t] system of any kind." As early as 1663, an
observer in Surinam noticed that "Negroes [are] the strength and sinews of the Western
world." The enslaved, a peculiar form of capital encased in labor, represented simultaneously
the barbarism of the emerging capitalism, along with its productive force.

9

"[T]he barbarism of emerging capitalism" through the "labor" of the "enslaved"
0
complicates the process by which capitalism is recounted and supported.' Meticulously
whitewashing the exploitation of the African slave trade as well as the oppression of

ECONOMIC ORIGINS OF OUR TIME (3d ed. 2001); CLYDE WOODS, DEVELOPMENT ARRESTED: THE BLUES AND
PLANTATION POWER IN THE MISSISSIPPI DELTA (1st. ed. 1998); CLYDE WOODS, DEVELOPMENT DROWNED AND
REBORN: THE BLUES AND BOURBON RESTORATIONS IN POST-KATRINA NEW ORLEANS (2017); WALTER
RODNEY, HOW EUROPE UNDERDEVELOPED AFRICA (2d ed. 1981).
3. Charisse Burden-Stelly, Modern U.S. Racial Capitalism: Some Theoretical Insights, 72 MONTHLY REV.

3, 8 (2020).
4. CEDRIC ROBINSON, BLACK MARXISM: THE MAKING OF THE BLACK RADICAL TRADITION 2 (3d ed. 2020).

5. Id. at 9.
6. Burden-Stelly, supra note 3, at 8. See also Nancy Leong, Racial Capitalism, 126 HARV. L. REV. 2151,
2190 (2013) (defining racial capitalism as "the process of deriving social and economic value from the racial
identity of another").
7. See Leong, supra note 6, at 2190.
8. THE APOCALYPSE OF SETrLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 9.
9. Id. at 11.

10. Id.

TULSA LAW REVIEW

42

[Vol. 57:39

millions and the continuing vestiges of this exploitation and slavery existing today remains
a bedrock principle in capitalistic theorizing.' 1
Those that have historically benefited from racial capitalism engage in a common
sophistry which embraces historical inaccuracy by ignoring that the wealthy and
propertied ascended to places of prominent wealth and power through flagrantly exploiting
and oppressing the enslaved and powerless, but rather arrived at this exalted status
organically. Stated another way, racial capitalists were often slaveholding figures whose
primary business is usurping land from exploited indigenous populations and "working"
that land by forced slave labor through exploited African populations.' 2 Racial capitalism
ignores the historical exploitation of the victimized and concomitantly ignores the role that
such exploitation played in the rise to the propertied and wealthy status of the exploiters.
Whitewashed capitalism's casuistry refuses to account for the reality that the very
wealth and property that is secured in the hands of the uber wealthy exists primarily
because of the exploitation and oppression visited upon the exploited and enslaved. Stated
differently, the position of the wealthy and propertied has been bestowed upon him not by
nature of his hard work, determination, or good fortune, but rather has come purchased
through the slavery, bondage, and oppression of particular races that capitalism itself
sprang from. Racial capitalists would have the world believe that the wealthy and
propertied arrived at their place purely by virtue of wisdom, hard work, and providence
while cynically refusing to acknowledge that those that have been oppressed and exploited
by the wealthy and propertied are the very reason that the wealthy garnered those riches.
And tragically, some capitalists suggest that the oppressed and exploited, the slaves and
the indentured, are unworthy of reparation, charity, welfare, even assistance, because
providing such makes them "predators of their own species." 13
Racial capitalists, historically in the United States, fiercely battled against all efforts
and attempts of the oppressed to fight through the obstacles that maintained the white
supremacy upon which racial capitalism is based. 14 Wealth and power in the U.S. was
originally and largely dependent on slavery, indentured servitude, and a clearly
demarcated racial hierarchy. White America went to extreme and brutal lengths to enforce
this hierarchy and by extension racial capitalism. White Americans in Tulsa, Oklahoma
and Elaine, Arkansas murdered hundreds of free and successful Black Americans to ensure
white supremacy. The echoes of these murders still reverberate today.

II.

MASSACRE IN TULSA OKLAHOMA: DESTRUCTION OF BLACK WALL STREET

"[W]hen we are left to our own devices and don't have a knee to our neck, we can

11. See generally MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., The World House, in THE RADICAL KING 93-96 (Comel West
ed., 2015) (fittingly, Dr. King describes the parable of the Good Samaritan in this writing); THE APOCALYPSE OF
SETTLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 9. WALTER RODNEY, HOW EUROPE UNDERDEVELOPED AFRICA 88-91
(2d. ed. 1981).
12. See THE APOCALYPSE OF SETTLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 15.
13. James Buchanan, The Samaritan 's Dilemma, in ALTRUISM, MORALITY, AND ECONOMIC THEORY 71, 7475 (Edmund S. Phelps ed., 1975).
14. See generally infra Section II (describing the history of Black sharecroppers trying to emerge from
slavery as free landowners).
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5
achieve extraordinary things."'
What Booker T. Washington originally dubbed "Negro Wall Street" in the early
1900s grew into a shining beacon of Black American entrepreneurship in Tulsa
16
With an African American
Oklahoma's Greenwood District as "Black Wall Street."
a moniker: "Built
developed
Street
Wall
Black
Greenwood's
10,000,
over
of
population
17
O.W. Gurley
owners
business
pioneer
Greenwood
for Black People, by Black People."
a selfestablished
and J.B. Stradford together with thousands of visionary Black residents,
reliant, self-contained Black-owned city center in Tulsa, Oklahoma boasting more than

thirty restaurants, fifteen physician's offices, five hotels, lawyers, banks, dentists, theaters,
night clubs, clothiers, employment agencies, boarding houses, forty-one groceries and
meat markets, and every needful thing for the Black residents of a city segregated by Jim
18
Crow's harsh racial divisions. On Black Wall Street, it was said that a dollar bill would
change hands up to thirty times before it would leave Greenwood's comfortable

confines. 19
As African American residents of Greenwood recognized, they had money to spend,
based on salaries received for hard work completed, but the stores, restaurants, hotels, and
groceries in white Tulsa either refused service to Greenwood's residents or treated their
African American neighbors with contempt. Therefore, as Greenwood resident Mabel
Little recalled, Greenwood citizens "began to think for themselves. We had money, but
we were not able to go and purchase anything so it helped us to go into business for our
own selves." 2 0
The Greenwood District of Tulsa, founded in 1906 on what was known as Indian
Territory, grew in large part through the Dawes Act that allocated land to some African
Americans who had been former slaves of various tribes and who thereafter integrated into
tribal communities. 2 1 The Dawes Act granted plots of land to individual American Indians,
although the Act itself massively reduced native land from the original tribal owners and

Antoine

15.

Gara,

The

Baron

of

Black

Wall

FORBES,

Street,

https://www.forbes.com/sites/antoinegara/2020/06/l18/the-bezos-of-black-walI-street-tulsa-race-riots1921/?sh=714cfe3bf321 (last visited Sept. 24, 2021).
16. See id.
17. Alexis Clark, Tulsa's 'Black Wall Street' Flourishedas a Self-ContainedHub in Early 1900s, HIST. (Sept.
4, 2019), https://www.history.com/news/black-wall-street-tulsa-race-massacre.
18. See Gara, supranote 15.
19. See id. As stated by Greenwood resident Dr. Charles Bate:
[Y]ou could get anything you needed, it was there. I like to tell the story of someone coming to my

[doctor's] office paying two dollars, and my going down to the Busy Bee Cafe and eating and paying
90 cents. And then the girl at Busy Bee going over to McGowan's to buy some hose. McGowan was

going to buy his prescription at the pharmacy. Bowser going down to McKay's and getting his pants
pressed. The man from there going over to the Black dentist, all within a one and a half block area. A
dollar perhaps turned over 12 or 13 times.

Kirstin

Butler,

Black

Wall

Street:

Then

and

Now,

PBS

(Feb.

1,

2021),

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/t-town-black-wall-street-then-now/.
20. See Butler, supra note 19.
21. Clark, supra note 17. See also HANNIBAL B. JOHNSON, BLACK WALL STREET FROM RIOT TO
RENAISSANCE IN TULSA'S HISTORIC GREENWOOD DISTRICT 4 (1998) ("Many of these African-Americans
bought small parcels of land in the Oklahoma Territory from Native Americans. Others received land under thenprevailing federal government Indian allotment policy.").
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served as a colossal land grab for white settlers. 2 2 Meanwhile, many Black sharecroppers
fleeing racial oppression relocated to Oklahoma searching for more freedom and less
oppression post-Civil War. 23 At that time, Oklahoma was being promoted as a "safe
haven" of sorts for African Americans, particularly within Indian Territory. 24 "The largest
number of Black townships after the Civil War were located in Oklahoma. Between 1865
and 1920, African Americans founded" more than fifty Black townships in the state. 25
In addition, rich oil finds were springing up throughout Oklahoma, and in particular,
around Tulsa, which drew the attention of Ottowa W. Gurley who had successfully settled
in Perry, Oklahoma and owned a grocery there. 26 Desiring a piece of the action in the oil
and gas trade, and believing Oklahoma to provide opportunity for Black Americans, O.W.
Gurley sold his grocery in Perry, moved to Tulsa in 1905 and with other local
entrepreneurs, founded Greenwood as an area for African Americans to settle.27 Gurley
purchased a large forty acre tract of land and on a barren plot, he began mapping out
Greenwood as a city for upwardly mobile Black citizens who were seeking opportunity
and freedom outside of the deep South. 2 8 Gurley strongly believed that freedmen and
sharecroppers would make their way to Tulsa seeking the same opportunity and freedom
that he sought, so he opened a grocery store on the main avenue and subdivided his land
into residential and commercial lots for sale. 29 Greenwood soon thereafter did become the
"candle on the hill" that Gurley expected for Black Americans seeking wealth, education,
and advancement, rivaling areas at that time like Atlanta, Chicago, and New York. 30
"Doctors, lawyers and realtors flourished, luxury hotels were built, and millionaires were
minted," all Black owned. 3 1
Author Hannibal Johnson notes:
Greenwood was perceived as a place to escape oppression-economic, social, political
oppression-in the Deep South.... It was an economy born of necessity. It wouldn't have

existed had it not been for Jim Crow segregation and the inability of Black folks to participate
to a substantial degree in the larger white-dominated economy.32

Lawyer and hotelier J.B. Stradford together with publisher A.J. Smitherman joined
Gurley in building Greenwood, respectively establishing the Stradford Hotel, a fifty-fiveroom luxury hotel and the largest Black-owned hotel in the nation, and the Tulsa Star,

22. See Cleveland Signs the Dawes Severalty Act, HIsT. (Feb. 8, 2008), https://www.history.com/this-dayin-history/cleveland-signs-the-dawes-severalty-act.
23. JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 5 ("Many African-Americans came to the Oklahoma Territory in answer to

the call of African American Oklahoma "boosters." These boosters viewed the Oklahoma Territory as an escape
from the racism, and sometimes barbarism, they faced in their home states.").
24. See id. at 5-6 ("Promotional literature touting free land, full citizenship rights, and an escape from race-

based discrimination proved irresistible for many."); see also Clark, supranote 17.
25. See Clark, supra note 17.
26. Gara, supra note 15.

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

Id.
Id.
See id.
See id.
Gara, supranote 15.
32. Id.; see generally JOHNSON, supra note 21 (describing the rise of Black Wall Street in the Greenwood
District of Tulsa, Oklahoma).
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"a Black newspaper headquartered in Greenwood that became instrumental in establishing
33
the district's socially-conscious mindset." The Tulsa Star routinely printed information
regarding legal rights for African Americans and court rulings and legislation that was
34
either harmful or beneficial to Greenwood. Despite Jim Crow oppression, demanding
35
equality became an ongoing mission for Black residents of Tulsa. Word began to spread
that something exciting and opportunistic was happening in Greenwood and Black
Americans flocked to the growing area. In building up Black Wall Street, Gurley would
loan money to new residents who wanted to start a business, establishing a system where
36
Although
anyone who wanted to be entrepreneurial could get help in doing just that.
entrepreneurship was encouraged, there were many Greenwood residents that labored in
37
Tulsa and the surrounding areas as porters, dishwashers, janitors, and domestics. The
hard earned dollars made in laboring outside of Greenwood, returned to the district with
its residents where every dollar spent would circulate throughout Black Wall Street turning
38
over dozens of times before it would leave Greenwood.
"By 1920, a walk through 'Black Wall Street' meant traversing more than
35 bustling city blocks, with the locus being the intersection of Greenwood Avenue and
Archer Street, adjacent to Tulsa's Frisco rail tracks... . [Other] [e]ntrepreneurs also began
to emerge." 39 John and Loula Williams established a confectionary store and constructed
40
the opulent Dreamland Theater. Simon Berry built a transportation complex of Model T.

Fords, buses, and chartered flights crisscrossing Tulsa, Greenwood and surrounding areas,
41
particularly catering to Tulsa's increasingly wealthy oil magnates. At the pinnacle of
their Black Wall Street success, O.W. Gurley was estimated to have been worth more than
$150,000, equivalent to more than $5 million in 2021 and J.B. Stradford's majestic
Stradford Hotel was valued at $75,000, equivalent to more than $2.5 million in 2021.42
With the enormous success of Black Wall Street and Greenwood's Black citizenry,
Tulsa's white residents, particularly those who were poor, began taking offence noting the
upscale lifestyle of their fellow African American city dwellers that they deemed

33. Clark, supra note 17.
34. See id.
35. JIMMIE LEWIS FRANKLIN, THE BLACKS N OKLAHOMA 30-31 (1980) ("The black press, especially the
Black Dispatch and the Muskogee Cimeter warned the Klan that the black community would not bow to

intimidation by cowards who paraded under sheets.").
36.

See Clark, supra note 17.

37. See id.; see also JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 18 ("African-Americans profited from Tulsa's rapid, oildriven growth. As the city grew, so too did the need for laborers and service workers-in short, 'Negro labor.'
In this segregated economy, African-Americans invested earnings from outside the Greenwood District in
businesses within the Greenwood District.").

38. See JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 18; see also Clark, supra note 17.
39. Gara, supra note 15.

40. See id.
41. See JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 16-17.
Simon Berry typifies the entrepreneurial spirit of the day.

...

Berry started a jitney service using his

topless Model-T Ford.. . . Berry later started another line running down Lansing Street.... [Berry]
and partner James Lee Northington, Sr., a successful African-American building contractor, operated
a popular airline charter service. . . . Wealthy white businessmen patronized the business.

Id.
42. Gara, supra note 15.
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inferior. 43 Added to this jealousy was the simmering racial strife that Black World War I
veterans faced when they returned to their southern homes from serving their country.44
Fighting for the United States did not insulate Black veterans from Jim Crow segregation
and race hatred, and Tulsa did not avoid these racial tensions. 4 5 "Given the lofty
aspirations ascribed to the nation's war effort, Greenwood's war veterans expected to find
a 'new reconstruction' upon their return, a notion reinforced by the vitality of Greenwood
as a community." 46 To this notion, the returning Black veterans were sorely disappointed.
When Oklahoma was granted statehood in 1907, one of its first legislative pronouncements
was to institute segregation. 47 Gurley, Stradford, and Smitherman knew this would give
them an opportunity to make capitalism work for Black Americans in a legally isolated
corner of the world, Greenwood. Still, after hundreds of thousands of Black veterans
returned home from World War I, lynchings, race riots, and the Ku Klux Klan descended
with a vengeance in 1919.48 The Tulsa Star would document such lynchings across
Oklahoma in towns such as Dewey, Muskogee, and Bristow, while Black veterans vowed
to take up arms to protect each other against such racial violence. 49 "[T]he Tulsa
Star encouraged Black people to take up arms and to show up at courthouses and jails to
make sure Blacks who were on trial were not taken and killed by white lynch mobs." 50 If
the government or city officials failed to protect them, Greenwood residents believed that
they had both a duty and a responsibility to act in defense of their lives. 5 1
The simmering racial tension in Tulsa, based in large part on white resentment of
the success of Black Wall Street and the newly empowered war veterans returning,
exploded on May 30, 1921.2 Black shoeshine man Dick Rowland was falsely accused of
sexually assaulting Sarah Page, a white woman, in the elevator of a downtown Tulsa
business building. 53 After the story appeared the next morning in the white newspaper
Tulsa Tribune, a large mob of white residents encircled the jail in Tulsa where Rowland
was being held as rumblings of a lynching pervaded Tulsa, including Greenwood.54 A

43. Clark, supranote 17.
44. See infra notes 120-24 and accompanying text.

45. Alberto B. Lopez, Focusing the Reparations Debate Beyond 1865, 69 TENN. L. REv. 653, 659 (2002)
(Reviewing Albert Brophy's RECONSTRUCTING THE DREAMLAND: THE TULSA RIOT OF 1921 (2002)). See also
ALBERT L BROPHY, RECONSTRUCTING THE DREAMLAND: THE TULSA RIOT OF 1921 xvii (2002) ("The race riot
that devastated Greenwood, the black section of Tulsa, offers one of the most searing examples of racial violence

in American history and chilling evidence of government complicity in the destruction.").
46. See Lopez, supranote 45, at 659.
47.

Gara, supra note 15.
48. See BROPHY, supra note 45; see also TULSA BURNING: THE 1921 RACE MASSACRE, PART I (The History

Channel 2021).
49. See BROPHY, supra note 45.

50. Clark, supra note 17.
51. See BROPHY, supra note 45; see also Lopez, supra note 45, at 662.
52. BROPHY, supra note 45.
53. Gara, supra note 15; see also JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 35 ("The alleged Monday morning assault on
a seventeen-year-old white girl, Sarah Page, by a nineteen-year-old African American boy, Dick Rowland,
destroyed the surface calm between the races.").
54. See JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 35.

[S]o concerned was Sherriff McCullough that he reportedly telephoned the offices of the Tulsa Star,
Tulsa's African American newspaper. Sheriff McCullough warned that he expected an attack to be
made on the jail that night. . . .McCullough intimated that he might need the help of local African-
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group of armed Black men, including veterans of the World War, marched to the jail to
55
Despite efforts by O.W. Gurley and others to maintain
physically protect Rowland.
were fired, and a little after 10:00PM a full-scale riot
shots
out,
broke
peace, a scuffle
56
descended. By 5:00AM on June 1, 1921, the white mob assault on Black Wall Street had

begun. 57
[E]yewitnesses[,] in accounts from the 2001 Commission to study the Tulsa Race Riot of

1921, reported that kerosene bombs were dropped from airplanes to demolish buildings, and
when the assault was over, as many as 50 whites and 200 Blacks were dead, and more than
58
35 square blocks had been destroyed.

Black Wall Street, the beacon of economic success to Black Americans, had been
burned to the ground.59 Black Greenwood citizens were murdered for their economic
success. Survivors of the Tulsa Race Massacre were rounded up by the National Guard
60
and placed in internment camps for weeks and months. "Greenwood's total property loss
neared $2 million (over $50 million in 2020), according to some estimates, and Gurley and
Stradford both lost the bulk of their fortunes" as their businesses, hotels, and real estate
holdings were burned and destroyed. 6 1 Most of the dead bodies were never recovered,
presumed by some to have been buried in an unmarked mass grave that has still never been
located. 62 No one was ever prosecuted, punished, or imprisoned for one of the most
63
egregious racial massacres in U.S. history.
O.W. Gurley left Tulsa for Los Angeles, California and passed away with little
evidence of any of his accumulated lifetime wealth present.64 J.B. Stradford fled Tulsa for
Chicago, Illinois where he too lost most of his wealth but upon his passing, left behind a
65
posterity that would prosper in their father's and grandfather's footsteps. For their part,
the residents of Greenwood, in following the American Dream and playing by the
capitalistic rules that white America forced onto them, their extraordinary successes were

American men to protect Dick Rowland from certain death at the hands of a lynch mob. Later, white
men began to gather at the courthouse. By 9:00 p.m., some 400 white men had assembled.

Id.
55. See id. at 39-40.
Several African-American men decided to stand up and be counted.... Later on the night of May 31,
1921, at about 9:30 p.m., some thirty armed African-American men emerged from the Greenwood
District. ... Prompted by the news of the growing white crowd at the courthouse, another group of
some seventy-five armed African-American men set out for the courthouse at about 10:30 p.m....
the combined group, now some 200 strong, returned to the courthouse.
Id. See also Gara, supranote 15.
56. See JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 45 ("Utter chaos ensued."); see also Gara, supranote 15.
57. Gara, supra note 15.

58.
59.
60.
61.

See id.
Id.
Id.
See id.

62. Gara, supra note 15.
63. See id.; see also JOHNSON, supra note 21, at 62 ("None of the cases preceded to conviction. All were

dismissed or simply languished for failure to prosecute.").
64. Gara, supra note 15.

65. See id.
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ripped from them for little more than having the temerity to play the game and win. 66 To
that point, John W. Rogers, the great-grandson of J.B. Stradford and chair of the very
successful Ariel Investments fund, states "Greenwood shows that when we are left to our
own devices and don't have a knee to our neck, we can achieve extraordinary things....
Tulsa proves that African American can build great businesses and be extraordinarily
successful." 6 7
While the astounding success of Black Wall Street was rapaciously eviscerated by
jealous and murderous white Oklahomans, Greenwood was not the only community
during that frame to be seized by jealous and racist white Americans. While very different
in scene, Black sharecroppers in Elaine, Arkansas were also stung by the white
supremacist call of racial capitalism. 6 8
IV.

MASSACRE AT ELAINE ARKANSAS: THE (RE)TURN TO THE DELTA

"When a Mississippi sharecropper stuck his head up, he got it shot off." 6 9
Turning our gaze from Tulsa and Black Wall Street, we look east and (re)turn to an
earlier time and an earlier irruption in racial capitalism; not in the extractive oil fields, but
in the plantations that preceded and shaped them. The Mississippi Delta, a land originally
inhabited by many of the peoples who were sent to live in Oklahoma, particularly the
Cherokee, 70 is home to some of the most fertile soil on the planet. Dubbed "The Alluvial
Empire,"7 1 its early white settler-colonists-who began settling along the river in the
1830s after the expulsion of the last of its indigenous tribes, and the corresponding sale of
8.3 million acres of the land to speculators 72 -gave their cities names such as Memphis,
Cairo, Luxora, and Alexandria in order to signal their fantasy of building an empire on
slave labor-an empire of cotton. 73 The Mississippi Delta is also home to one of the
deadliest outbursts of racial capitalistic violence in United States history.
With papal authority to seek "new world" gold and silver to fund the Spanish Holy
Roman Emperor, Cuban Governor Hernando De Soto led the first group of Europeans to
set foot in the Delta. 74 In 1539, they massacred 1,500 Choctaw in the Lower Mississippi
Valley, 75 clearing land which would later become the white Memphis-suburbs of DeSoto
county, Mississippi. 76 English expeditions followed suit and in 1586 began to expand their

66. See id.
67. Id.
68. CLYDE WOODS, DEVELOPMENT ARRESTED: THE BLUES AND PLANTATION POWER IN THE MISSISSIPPI
DELTA 118 (3d ed. 2017).
69. Id. at 151.
70.
71.

ROxANNE DUNBAR-ORTIZ, AN INDIGENOUS PEOPLES' HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES 112-14 (2014).
NAN ELIZABETH WOODRUFF, AMERICAN CONGO: THE AFRICAN AMERICAN STRUGGLE IN THE DELTA

8-10 (2003).
72. WOODS, supra note 68, at 45.
73. Id.
74. THEODORE W. ALLEN, THE INVENTION OF THE WHITE RACE VOLUME II: THE ORIGIN OF RACIAL
OPPRESSION IN ANGLO-AMERICA 3-5, 8 (2d ed. 2012); WOODS, supra note 68, at 41. See also R.H. TAWNEY,
RELIGION AND THE RISE OF CAPITALISM 88-89 (3d ed. 2015).
75.

WOODS, supra note 68, at 41.

76. THE APOCALYPSE OF SETrLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 8. DeSoto County, MISS. C.R. PROJECT,
https://mscivilrightsproject.org/county/desoto-county/desoto-county/ (last visited Sept. 26, 2021).
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77
holdings in modern Virginia and North Carolina southward, killing as they went. By
1691, the English approach toward dealing with the indigenous pivoted and trade relations
were established with the large Chickasaw presence in northern Mississippi, while the
78
For the
members of smaller tribes in the region were captured and sold as slaves.
in the
relations
century,
eighteenth
of
the
remainder of the seventeenth century, and much
the
and
region were largely driven by European conflicts (e.g. between the French
English), with indigenous people in the region viewed primarily as proxy forces in larger
79
conflicts back home. However, after accepting France's surrender in the Seven Years
War, King George II-fearing war with a great indigenous alliance, led by Ottawa chief
Pontiac and stretching from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico-declared that British colonists
80
could no longer venture further west than the Appalachian Mountains. Large planters
upset by this proclamation seized on anti-English fervor in New England and launched a
8
war for independence from the crown, largely in order to claim those lands further west. 1
After successfully freeing itself from monarchical rule-and doubling its land
82
claims in the process, the young United States found itself free to expand west and to
fulfill what would later be called its "manifest destiny" and by 1790-more than 1,000,000
white people and 500,000 enslaved Black people were living in the South, alongside fewer
83
than 60,000 Native peoples. As settlers moved south and west, "cotton madness" gripped
the young nation and Europe, and Southem cotton, the enslavement of Africans, and the
industrial revolution resonated with and propelled each other, spurring a growth in yearly
84
As cotton
cotton production from 3,000 bales to 100,000 bales in just eight years.
profit.
for
it
plant
to
production and prices soared, so too did the desire of white settlers
In the recently organized Mississippi Territory, "[t]here was little appreciation for
the Native American land stewardship practices that had maintained both ecological
abundance and social diversity. The settler worldview saw the ecosystem in all its

77. Id.
78. Id.
79. WOODS, supra note 68, at 41-42; ALLEN, supra note 74, at 43-44. The use of proxies to wage war on
rival European powers without declaring war was not new. For example, "[t]he East India companies could do
things that if done by the 'politicians' would be considered acts of war." GRIETJE BAARS, THE CORPORATION,
THE LAW, AND CAPITALISM: A RADICAL PERSPECTIVE ON THE ROLE OF LAW IN THE GLOBAL POLITICAL

ECONOMY 93-94 (2018).
WOODS, supra note 68, at 42.
81. GREG GRANDIN, THE END OF THE MYTH: FROM THE FRONTIER TO THE BORDER WALL IN THE MIND OF
AMERICA 19-23 (2019).
80.

The future first president intended 'to secure some of the most valuable lands in the King's part'that is, west of the partition line [near the Appalachian Mountains]. Washington wrote that he intended
to do so 'notwithstanding the proclamation that restrains it at present, and prohibits the settling of
them at all; for I can never look upon that proclamation in any other light (but this I say between
ourselves) than as a temporary expedient to quiet the minds of the Indians.' 'It must fall,' said

Washington.
Id. at 23.
82. Id. at 24.
83.

By some estimates, population in the southeastern region of North America had decreased from over one

million in 1492 to 200,000 by 1962. WOODS, supra note 68, at 43. Others estimate overall indigenous "population
may have fallen by up to 90 percent through devilish means including warfare, famine, and slavery, all with
resultant epidemics." THE APOCALYPSE OF SETTLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 8.
84. WOODS, supra note 68, at 43.
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biodiversity as isolable and exploitable parts: forests became timber, deer became fur,
water became irrigation, and people became slaves." 8 5 Planters and slave owners, like
Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, led the charge to realize the profits from these
exploitable parts, which culminated in Jackson's removal of all indigenous people from 5
million acres of Delta land with the Treaty of Doak's Stand in October 1820, and from the
Territory entirely with the 1830 Indian Removal Act. 86 By 1830, half of the 137,000
people in Mississippi and sixty percent of the 2,000 people living in the Delta were African
American. 8 7 From 1830 through the 1860s, population, profits, and production
skyrocketed under the Plantation system and more than half of all exports were cotton,
upwards of sixty-one percent by value. 88 In the Delta alone, population reached 71,631
(sixty-one percent Black people) in 1840 and 177,887 (seventy-two percent Black people)
in 186089, and the region produced million pounds-of the nation's total 250 million
pounds-of cotton in 1859.90 "An ideal plantation in the 1850s consisted of sixteen
hundred acres . . . with 135 Black workers producing one to two bales an acre" 9 1 and in
1860 eighty-five percentof all Southern cotton "was grown on units larger than a hundred
acres" and owned by planters who owned 91.2% of all slaves. 92 In Phillips County,
Arkansas, sixty percent of the population was enslaved by 1860 93 -and four of the
wealthiest thirty-six counties in the nation were Delta counties. 94 Throughout this period
cotton growth, both of the plant and the industry, U.S. and British economic growth and
slavery all expanded together: 9 5 "It was on the back of cotton, and thus on the backs of
slaves, that the U.S. economy ascended in the world." 96
Parallel to the colonization of the land and the removal of its indigenous inhabitants,
an ideology of white supremacy was beginning to mature. This mode of thinking had been
introduced to the "New World" early after its "discovery" in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and
seventeenth centuries. 97 At home, wars between kingdoms and religions continued to be
waged, but in the colonies, the need for cooperative European labor-over and against the
indigenous and early African slaves-demanded finding a common ground to unite
upon. 98 Attempts at reconciling Catholic and Protestant differences under a broader
Christendom frequently failed and so an appeal to a so-called common European ancestry

85. Id.
86. Id. at 44-45.
87. Id. at 45.
88. SVEN BECKERT, EMPIRE OF COTTON: A GLOBAL HISTORY 1 19, 205 (2014).
89. WOODS, supra note 68, at 47.
90. BECKERT, supra note 88, at 113.
91. WOODS, supra note 68, at 47.
92. BECKERT, supra note 88, at 110.

93. Kelly Houston Jones, White Fear ofBlack Rebellion in Antebellum Arkansas, 1819-1865, in THE ELAINE
1819-1919, at 17, 27 (Guy Lancaster
ed., 2018).
94. WOODS, supra note 68, at 59.
95. BECKERT, supra note 88, at 103.
96. Id. at 119. It also worth noting that the price of slaves tended to closely follow the price of cotton. See
MASSACRE AND ARKANSAS: A CENTURY OF ATROCITY AND RESISTANCE,

EDWARD E. BAPTIST, THE HALF HAS NEVER BEEN TOLD: SLAVERY AND THE MAKING OF AMERICAN
CAPITALISM 172-75 (2d ed. 2016).

97. GRANDIN, supra note 81, at 11-12.
98. THE APOCALYPSE OF SETTLER COLONIALISM, supra note 2, at 13.
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was made. 99 This latent white supremacy became explicit as the plantation system
expanded in the American colonies, and its dependence on a white minority's subjugation
of a Black and indigenous majority became absolute. 100 However, by the early nineteenth
century, cracks began to emerge in the ideology,
[and] the violent overthrow of the plantation regime in the South was preached openly all

over the North and covertly all over the South. Growing panic took hold of Mississippi in
response to the four uprisings in the state between 1826 and 1860. Often referred to as "slave
revolts," African American insurrections of the period can be understood more accurately as
local social, agrarian, and human rights movements that had the potential of rapidly
10 1
becoming a revolution of immense geographic proportions.

Combined with growing abolitionism in the North, Congressional legislation and
even some pressure from small white farmers in the South, the fear of an imminent revolt
compelled Mississippi to expel all free Black people from its borders in 1859, and even
led some planters, like one Jefferson Davis, to devise plots to move significant numbers
of slaves and Southern planters to California and New Mexico in order to try to increase
the number of slave states in the country-and to physically distance their "holdings" from
10 2

abolitionist pressures.
After the failed rebellion of the slave states and its plantation owners of 18611865,103 "Northern radicals launched what has been termed Radical, or Congressional,
Reconstruction" in order to "break the back of the reemerging planter bloc . . . by
empowering black voters," passing the Civil Rights Act of 1866, extending the powers of
the Freedman's bureau, and rewriting Southern constitutions to eliminate anti-Black laws
and remove property-related qualifications for holding office and participating in public
life. 104 Although significant numbers of former slaves now held elected office in former
slave states, the Republican land reform and redistribution promises made during the War
were revoked by President Andrew Johnson immediately after President Abraham
Lincoln's assassination, and so the possibility of lasting change was in question once
more. 10 5 That hopeful possibility quickly vanished in the 1870s, when white militias began
marching to remove Republicans from office, and used armed intimidation to sway
106
elections, often beating and killing Republican officials-without regard to race.
Requests for help from President Grant were ignored due to fears that Southern Democrats
had already won Mississippi and that if Black rights were made a voting issue, then
07
Republicans would lose national elections in the fall.1
Whether by fate, self-fulfilling prophecy, or happenstance, election day in
99. Id. at 22-24. Indeed, the First Amendment to the United States Constitution enshrined the legal fact
Europe's religious quarrels had no place in young nation.
100. See generally ALLEN, supra note 74, at 49-74.
101. WOODS, supra note 68, at 58.

102. Id. at 60.
103. See DOMENICO LOSURDO, WAR AND REvOLUTION: RETHINKING THE 20TH CENTURY 98 (2015) (who
argues this was even a sort of world war due not just to its massive economic impact abroad, but also to the
substantial number of Europeans who came to fight against the Confederacy).

104 WOODS, supra note 68, at 66.
105. Id. at 68-69.
106. Id. at 74.
107. Id. at 74-75.
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November 1875 was filled with violence, cannon fire, and polling places turned into militia
encampments. In one Delta county, this led to a decline in Republican votes from 2,500 to
7.108 Any remaining hope for timely change was lost when president-elect Rutherford B.
Hayes promised to remove all federal troops from the South, refrain from interfering in
elections, appoint key southern leaders to federal positions, and grant southern
infrastructure projects, like the Mississippi River Commission, federal financial
support. 10 9 Immediately following this "compromise," all social and economic gains were
immediately rolled back and a new plantation system built on a debt-peonage model began
to take shape whereby-ostensibly free-Black farmers would be forced, by indebtedness
to plantation owners, to permanently work in the same fields as they had before the War.1 10
By the early twentieth century, Phillips County, Arkansas sharecroppers in the small towns
of Elaine and Hoop Spur lived in one room shacks, "paid 25 percent to 100 percent more
than whites did for the same goods," and made $50 to $100 at harvest. A Ford Model T
cost $350 at the time.l 1
As that nature of the plantation changed to accommodate its recently freed
workforce, so too did its efforts to normalize the new Jim Crow institutions its political
leaders were busy legislating. The earlier logics of white supremacy had to adapt and
stretch themselves into new forms to justify the continued exploitation of allegedly free
people. To do so, they began using the burgeoning social sciences and growing mass media
to continuously reinforce the glorious destiny of the white race inscribed in the plantation
structure since its earliest days. 112 In doing so, they also formalized the "whiteness" of the
European settlers, and their ancestors, through narratives from the Lost Cause 113 to the
revival and popularization of the mythic-religious origin story of "the Caucasian":
The concept of race was central to the [social sciences]... . Humans had races in the same
way that other animals had stocks or pedigrees . ... You had only to open your eyes-to
have a look, say, at someone's lips, hair texture, nose shape, and skin tone-to confirm this
fact.... In his treatise On the Natural Variety of Humankind, published in 1775,

Blumenbach sorted human beings into boxes based on their geographic location as well as
the visible characteristics that seemed to define them. There were the peoples of Africa,
whom he called "Ethiopians"; those native to the Americas and the Arctic, whom he called
"Americans"; those residing in Asia, whom he called "Mongolians"; the peoples of the
Pacific, whom he grouped as "Malay"; and a final category that encompassed the nations of
Europe and their diasporas overseas, to which he gave the name "Caucasians." The first four
. .. The last label was Blumenbach's own invention.
He had created his list based on a private collection of human skulls . . . . One skull in

categories were already in wide use .

108. Id. at 75.
109.

WOODS, supra note 68, at 79.

110. Id. at 71. Many parallels may be drawn to the function and structure of Company Towns, which operated
throughout the country at the time.
111. ROBERT WHITAKER, ON THE LAPS OF GODS: THE RED SUMMER OF 1919 AND THE STRUGGLE FOR
JUSTICE THAT REMADE A NATION 4-8 (2008).

112. "[R]ace as a principle of political power energized the study of race as a scientific one." CHARLES KING,
GODS OF THE UPPER AIR: How A CIRCLE OF RENEGADE ANTHROPOLOGISTS REINVENTED RACE, SEX, AND
GENDER IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 85 (2019).

113. "The myth that the Confederacy was a golden past lost to current and future generations of Whites ...
which became a civil religion dedicated to memorializing plantation culture and the Confederacy." WOODS,
supra note 68, at 80, 95.
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particular had caught his eye: the remains of a young girl from Georgia, in the Caucasus
Mountains at the southern edge of the Russian Empire. Blumenbach reckoned that her skull,
with its graceful lines and modest proportions, was especially beautiful-the kind of head
that must have been created in the image of God, as the earliest human beings had been. He
proposed the label Caucasian not only because the girl was from the Caucasus but also
because the mountain range was located near where some mapmakers had placed the biblical
Garden of Eden. God had created perfection-this Georgian girl proved it . .. . For
Blumenbach, Caucasians were the ur-source from which all subsequent varieties of humans
1
had devolved. 14

This view was repeated in textbooks, exhibits, and even Christian Sunday School
songs1 15 which enabled political supporters of the ever-evolving racial capitalism to argue
that its opinions and Jim Crow laws were scientifically based on the most up-to-date racial
117
1 16
In court, "whiteness" became a legal category.
research in the social sciences.
Thus, manifest destiny began to reach backward as well as forward; to the Biblical
Creation of the world, and to the Pacific Coast. These "scientific" and "academic"
narratives were reinforced by the popular books and films of the day. One Confederate
son, sociologist, cotton plantation owner, and lawyer, Alfred Holt Stone, argued in the
American Journalof Sociology-and later in a book, published by Doubleday in 1908that:
[Slavery], per se, was not only not the cause of the problem [of racism], but, on the other
hand, it actually furnished a basis of contact upon a plane of theoretical equality.... The
late Professor Shaler, of Harvard, summed up with absolute accuracy the function of slavery
in making possible relations of mutual amity between the white and negro races in this
country when he declared that, "the one condition in which very diverse races may be
brought into close social relations without much danger of hatred, destructive of social order,
is when an inferior race is enslaved by a superior . . . it remains to be seen whether the race
hatred lost during the period of slavery will return in the condition of freedom. 118

Popular media-including films, radio shows, books, and every day
1 19 and D.W. Griffith's
advertisements-pined for a return to the pre-War plantations,
technologically ground-breaking Birth of a Nation awed audiences with its color tinted
120
cinematography while it extolled the virtues of the "heroic" Ku Klux Klan -which by
12 1 -and its "defensive"
1925 had over 8.9 million members, most of them in the North
war against Black people and equality. These works, alongside museums, magazines,
newspaper articles, biographies, studies, playing cards, and roaming minstrel shows,
traveled across the country celebrating "the domination of Blacks, the denial of their
human rights, and the destruction of their families, institutions, culture, and

114. KING, supra note 112, at 79-81.
115.

Id. at 80-81 ("Red, brown, yellow / Black and white / They are precious in His sight.").

116. Id. at 79-81.
117. Id. at 84
118.

WOODS, supra note 68, at 97 (who also notes that similar works were advanced by other academic

journals and publishers, including the American Economics Association).
119. Id. at 96.
120. Id.; see also WHITAKER, supra note 11 1, at 35.
121. WOODS, supra note 68, at 90.
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communities." 122 In the South, and increasingly in the North, the message was the same:
"Don't monkey with white supremacy: it is loaded with determination, gunpowder and
dynamite."1 23
With the approach of World War I, 2.3 million Black men registered to serve in
France, and 368,000 were eventually inducted for service in 1917.124 These men served
under French leadership as U.S. officers refused to lead Black soldiers,
[and General] Pershing's staff told the French military [white Americans] did not want the
black soldiers to be treated with 'familiarity and indulgence. To [treat them so] would
'inspire in black Americans aspirations which to [whites] would appear intolerable . . . the
black man is regarded by white Americans as an inferior being with whom relations of
business or service only are possible. 12 5

In order to ensure that no aspirations to equality had developed in the trenches, the
veterans who returned home to the South were welcomed back with harassment and
lynching in order to remind them of their "place" in the plantation system, i.e., their
economic role in racial capitalism. 126 Blues singer and veteran Big Bill Broonzy returned
home to Arkansas and was immediately told to go buy overalls because Black people were
not allowed to walk around town with Uncle Sam's uniform on; he promptly moved to
Chicago.1 2 7 In Star City, Arkansas, veteran Clinton Briggs "was walking down a sidewalk
... when a white couple approached" as he moved to let them pass, "the woman brushed
against him and informed him that 'N-----s get off the sidewalk down here.' When Briggs
replied, 'This is a free man's country,"' a mob of white men drove him outside of town
and "[u]nable to find a rope to hang him with ... took the automobile['s] chains, tied
Briggs to a tree, and riddled his body with bullets."1 28
Undeterred by countless incidents of violence against Black people, Black
sharecroppers in the Delta began organizing, yet again, to fight for justice, equality, and a
fair wage.1 29 Early post-war efforts in the Delta built upon the strategies and legacies of
nineteenth century fraternal and social organizations, like the Mosaic Templars of

122. Id. at 96. It is also worth noting that concurrent with this, substantial numbers of Black people were
leaving the South for northern manufacturing hubs, like Chicago, were bringing with them the Delta's blues

epistemology, music, and tradition, and over one million were joining Marcus Garvey's Universal Negro
Improvement Association to counter the Klan. See generally id. at 88-120.

123. Id. at 89-90 (quoting The Vicksburg Commercial Herald).
124. WHITAKER, supra note Il1, at 40-41. It is worth noting, however, that sixty-six percent of African
Americans in Arkansas did not answer their draft calls. Across the river, in Memphis, police and U.S. marshals
rounded up recruits and would-be draft dodgers. See WOODRUFF, supra note 71, at 47.
125. WHITAKER, supra note 111, at 43-44.
126. Id. at 46-47.
127.

WOODS, supra note 68, at 115-16.

128. Nancy Snell Griffith, "At the Hands of a Person or Persons Unknown ": The Nature of Lynch Mobs in
Arkansas, in BULLETS AND FIRE: LYNCHING AND AUTHORITY IN ARKANSAS 1840-1950, at 45-46 (Guy
Lancaster ed., 2018). See also WHITAKER, supra note 111, at 46; WOODRUFF, supra note 71, at 73.
129. See generally Adrienne A. Jones, Black Organizing Through FraternalOrders: Black Mobilization and
White Backlash, in THE ELAINE MASSACRE AND ARKANSAS: A CENTURY OF ATROCITY AND RESISTANCE, 18191919, at 139, XX, 154-163. Black veteran Paul Filton wrote in the Brooklyn Eagle, "[w]e are demanding our
rights. If that modern Ku Klux Klan thinks that these hard fighting, straight-shooting veterans of the World War
are the same timid fieldhands, crouching in terror, they have another 'think' coming...." WHITAKER, supra

note

11, at 47-48.
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America. 130 In 1918, Drew County, Arkansas resident and veteran Robert L. Hill
established The Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America whose "overall
objective was 'to advance the interests of the Negro, morally and intellectually, and to
13 1
Its membership certificate asked
make him a better citizen and a better farmer."'
all
humankind?" and closed with the
to
prospective members: "[d]o you give due respect
132
After
admonition: "God grant that all men be equal in Thy sight and the sight of men."
World War I, cotton prices were at an all-time high having risen from eleven cents per
pound in 1915 to forty cents per pound in 1919.133 The rising price enabled Black
landownership in Phillips County, Arkansas to increase "by 40 percent between 1910 and
134
1920" and gave many the financial independence to leave sharecropping altogether.
This frightened white elites into forming organizations of their own, like the Business
Men's League which took legal action in order to attempt to prevent Black workers from
leaving the county. 135 It was in this context that the Black sharecroppers of the Hoop Spur
Lodge of The Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America gathered in a small
church on Tuesday, September 30, 1919, to discuss their plans to hire a Little Rock
1 36 -Ulysses S. Bratton to sue their
lawyer-and former Justice Department prosecutor
137
landlords for manipulating wages and debts, as well as the possibility of going on strike.
They typically closed their meetings by singing:
Ye farmers of this mighty land,
Organize, oh organize!
Your only hope is union strong

Organize, oh organize!
To break the bonds of slavery
That bind you now from sea to sea

And from oppression to be free,
Organize, oh organize!
138

During, and after the War, war-weary veterans-many who had witnessed the
Christmas Truce 139 -and those who had grown and mined and manufactured and shipped
14 0
In the
war materiel were demanding their leaders spend money on food, not war.
1,313
only
provided
worker
German
average
the
of
diet
"the
1917,
of
Winter"
"Turnip

130.
131.

Jones, supra note 129, at 148-54.
Id. at 154; WHITAKER, supra note 111, at 10-11.

132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.

Jones, supra note 129, at 155.
Id. at 156.
Id. at 157.
Id.
WHITAKER, supra note 111, at 75.
Id. at 8, 13-18.
Id. at 12-13.

139.

On the first Christmas Day of the war, 1914, British and German soldiers "climbed out of the trenches to

fraternise with each other." Generals on both sides were horrified by the possibility that their soldiers may
recognize the humanity of the "Other" and grind hostilities to a halt. CHRIS HARMAN, A PEOPLE'S HISTORY OF
THE WORLD: FROM THE STONE AGE TO THE NEW M ILLENNIUM 411 (4th ed. 2017).

140. HARMAN, supra note 139, at 408.
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calories a day, a third below the level needed for long-term survival, and there were some
750,000 deaths through malnutrition." 14 1 In protest of these conditions, workers across
Europe, and even in the United States, began to strike. 142 But the home front was not the
only place strikes were occurring: in 1917, half of the French army staged an unsuccessful
mutiny, refusing to fight.1 43 Other armies, including Italy and Great Britain faced similar,
though smaller uprisings, 144 and in the Galician war zone, hundreds of thousands of
Russian soldiers decided to stop fighting, mid-offensive, and leave the war to begin
working toward changing their conditions at home. 145 After the Russian Revolution of
1917, these struggles intensified as the old, racial capitalist institutions worldwide began
to react to growing fears of reform and revolution with greater violence and oppression.
Abroad, as in the South, the colonized peoples of Asia, Africa, and the Americas began to
loudly question their role in the world's economic system, their role as subjects of
empire. 146 As a deadly pandemic swept the globe-spread by global trade and warfare, so
too did a clamoring for a different way of doing things, and in Hoop Spur, Arkansas a
small group of Black sharecroppers met to discuss changing their lives, which meant
confronting the system of racial capitalism.
No one knows who fired the first shot on the night of September 30 but soon the
small church in Hoop Spur was riddled with bullet holes and a white agent for the
Missouri-Pacific railroad was found dead in a car. 147 By 8:30 the next morning, deputized
posses of white men began combing the town of Elaine for the Black sharecroppers with
14 8
"'the understanding . . . that [they] would shoot the negroes as [they] came to them."'
By 12:30, Arkansas Governor Charles Brough responded to Phillip's County's call for
help by writing Newton Baker, U.S. war secretary, to tell him that four white men had
been killed, Black people in the area were preparing an attack, and that he requested
authorization to mobilize troops from Camp Pike in Little Rock. 149 Skirmishes between
the posses and groups of armed sharecroppers defending themselves occurred in the fields
and streets of Elaine throughout the day, and by the night of October 1, over five hundred
white men had arrived in town to put down the Black "uprising." 15 0 At least one white
group who had come to Elaine from Mississippi shot and killed any Black workers they
saw along twenty-miles of road between Wabash and Helena, northeast of Elaine. 15 1 After
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midnight on October 2, the war department approved Governor Brough's request and he
and 583 soldiers, armed with machine guns and a significant amount of ammunition,
152
boarded a train headed to Elaine.
Early on the morning of October 2, the posses left town and began their hunting
153
At 8:15, the governor and Camp Pike troops arrived in Elaine and could hear
anew.
gunfire in the distance. 154 They quickly setup a headquarters on the main street and,
alongside groups of possemen, marched North. Reporters with the Arkansas Democrat
and Arkansas Gazette "noticed that there was no mistaking [Colonel] Jenks's orders. 'The
troops,' [one] wrote, 'are all under orders to kill any negro who refuses to surrender
immediately." 15 5 Hearing of the arrival of the federal troops, many sharecroppers crowded
to the highway and were marched to Elaine to be held in stockades until their employers
could come and vouch for their innocence.156 West of town, a group of Black
sharecroppers who had been attacked that morning were much more hesitant to surrender,
and "when four men were flushed from a small copse of trees, they frantically fired off a
couple of shots as they fled down the road. Although the bullets whizzed harmlessly by,
1 57
In response, the
the troops-and the governor, riding in a car-had now been shot at."
and moving
guns
soldiers shot to kill, laying down a field of fire from rifles and machine
158
By about noon,
methodically from patch of woods to patch of woods and field to field.
the initial clearing was finished: the troops had "sh[ot] them down like rabbits" as one
soldier later boasted. 159 Confident the area was clear and those hiding had either fled,
surrendered, or been killed, the troops returned to town. After eating lunches brought to
them by the town's white residents, the troops established outposts around the town and
other trouble spots in the county, and began searching every cabin for weapons-and
160
Some reports from the time claim the
documents to prove the planned "uprising."
soldiers, alongside possemen, killed unarmed Black people-including women and
16 1
Elsewhere, troops
children-as they moved from cabin to cabin all afternoon.
encountered, surrounded, and, by many accounts, cleansed the woods and canebrakes of
1 62
all those hiding within.
Fighting continued off and on until the following Monday, October 6, and the troops
and local authorities turned their attention to processing the prisoners in town.163
According to Colonel Jenks's official report, twenty-two Black people were killed in
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total, 164 including one killed by machine-gun fire,1 65 but other-conservative--estimates
place the number at well over one hundred. 16 6
The institutions governing the Delta, like racial capitalism, "cared nothing how
much flesh they worked off the Negro provided it was converted into good cotton at
seventy five cents per pound. ... Cotton closed their eyes to justice just as it did in the
case of the former slave master." 167 When discussing the Massacre that began with a union
gathering in Hoop Spur,
it is imperative that the event not be taken out of its proper context-that it be presented not
as singular, not as unique, not as an atrocity sui generis, without equal in the legacy of white
168
supremacy in the United States, but rather as representing a continuum of history.

The members of The Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America who
were planning a strike in the heart of the empire of cotton with prices (i.e. profits) at all
time high "understood the seriousness of the actions they were taking, they were familiar
with guns, and they were ready to use them." 169 Although the legal legacy of the Massacre
(the NAACP's victory in Moore v. Dempsey) laid judicial precedence for the Supreme
Court's ruling in Brown v. Board of Education, the promises of equality remain broken
and "today's status quo represents a complex melange of vestiges of slavery-the still
exploited African population in the United States and elsewhere-capitalism, and the
feudalism from which it emerged." 170 Thus, "[t]he Elaine Massacre, then, represented the
apex of decades of black activism and white oppression in the state, although it marked
the end of neither." 171
Both race massacres then, in Tulsa and Elaine, mark this historical continuum, fueled
by racial capitalism, as the legacy of white supremacy.
V.

RACIAL CAPITALISM AND RACE MASSACRES

As described above, John Rogers, the great grandson of Black Wall Street architect
J.B. Stradford has stated that what Greenwood proves, is that when Black Americans are
left alone, without a knee to the neck, that extraordinary achievements follow. 172 "Tulsa
proves that African Americans can build great businesses and be extraordinarily
successful." 173 Continuing, Rogers adds "[o]n the other hand, it shows you that
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unfortunately so many times in our history, when Black folks get a few steps ahead, we
get pulled back down.... It's why the wealth gap in this country is so dramatically worse
174
Rogers correctly assesses that in a nation whose wealth
than it was 25 or 40 years ago."
was built on slavery and oppression, that when the formerly enslaved engage in capitalism
by the same rules under which they were oppressed, that any successes are resented, hated,
and ruined.
The sharecroppers in Elaine, like other workers organizing throughout the world at
the time, believed that they could better their lives by coming together, unionizing, and
demanding to be treated fairly. Unionization (particularly diverse unionization) posed a
direct threat to racial capitalism's plantation logic and the world it created and managed in
the Delta: a world where the ones who grew, tended, and picked the largest cotton crop on
record were left in debt after they sold their harvest to the plantation owners while the
owners made billions. 175 By confronting racial capitalism's racial hierarchy and
76
the members of The
expropriation through domination with equality and solidarity,1
Progressive Farmers and Household Union of America were demanding an apocalypse:
an end of the world of exploitation and oppression, and the opportunity to build a just,
beloved community. The work they carried on, which was brutally halted by the state and
beneficiaries of the status quo, remains unfinished.
Racial capitalism, at its essence, describes that wealth and power for white
Americans was achieved through oppression, discrimination, and slavery. Yet, when
capitalism as practiced by white Americans is similarly engaged by Black Americans, and
when those African American entrepreneurs and business owners are successful, then that
success has historically been ripped from the hands and lives of those same practitioners.
Greenwood's Black Wall Street was the very model of capitalistic success: a selfcontained, self-reliant community of hardworking entreprenuers. This community could
and should have been held up as a model for unfettered achievement and potential. Yet,
this success disrupted the racial hierarchy that had been developed to justify the very
purpose of racial capitalism. When Black Americans played by the rules of the U.S.
capitalistic society, and succeeded, they were destroyed. Black Wall Street proves this.
Rosewood, Florida proves this. Elaine, Arkansas proves this. The "Red Summer of 1919"
proves this. The Chicago Race Riots prove this. This is the story of America.
Yet, this story is not just a story of the distant past. This story rings out today. The
Capital Insurrection of January 6, 2021 was rooted in white supremacy and racial
capitalism.1 77 The Big Lie used to support the "stolen 2020 election" myth is rooted in
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race hatred and bigotry. The election, as the Big Lie goes, was stolen not in Wyoming,
Utah, or West Virginia, reliably red states with overwhelming percentage victories for
former President Donald Trump, but the election was stolen in Pennsylvania
(Philadelphia), Georgia (Atlanta), Arizona (Phoenix), and Michigan (Detroit), in
population centers of overwhelming African American support for President Joseph
Biden. 17 8 The Black Americans that brought the presidency home for Biden through
massive turnout in Atlanta, Philadelphia, and Detroit, represent, according to the Big Lie,
"illegitimate" Americans, because they are Black, who are accused with no legal proof of
cheating through massive and widespread voter fraud. At the moment that Black American
organizing and turning-out-the-vote should be celebrated and held up as an amazing
success story, all accomplished while navigating the increasingly onerous efforts in red
states to suppress the vote, instead white supremacy attempts to rip this success from the
hands of the Black Americans that forged such victory. All of this culminating in a violent
insurrection by white supremacists, at the seat of U.S. political power, the Capitol.
The pernicious racial wealth gap that persists today, as referenced by J.B.
Stradford's great-grandson John Rogers above,179 represents a direct through line
consequence and echo of racial capitalism. Pew Research reports in 2021 that the median
wealth for white families in the United States is $189,000 while the median wealth for
Black families is $24,000, demonstrating a gaping disparity of $165,000.180 While
centuries-long discrimination in housing, education, and employment against Black
Americans is behind this extreme racial wealth gap, 18 1 equally responsible is the literal
destruction of Black wealth and prosperity rained down upon successful Black
entrepreneurs by white Americans throughout the entire history of the United States up
through today. For example, just as Black wealth was destroyed in Greenwood in 2021
and Elaine in 2019, bankers and mortgage lenders similarly eviscerated Black wealth
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through predatory mortgage lending in the run up to the financial market crisis of 2008.182
Nearly a century after Black Wall Street was burned to ashes and Elaine's sharecroppers
were murdered, mortgage lenders and bankers stripped Black homeowners of potential
wealth growth by bamboozling so many into mortgages that left them foreclosed upon and
penniless. 183
Elaine and Greenwood are not relics of a distant past, but simply represent the
timeworn American tradition of demolishing Black wealth even when African American
citizens play by the capitalistic rules of white America. O.W. Gurley and J.B. Stradford
were positioned on Black Wall Street as two of the most successful and wealthy Black
citizens in the nation before they were kneecapped by white Tulsa citizens. What should
have been sustainable and deep generational wealth for the Gurley and Stradford families
for decades and centuries to come, never materialized as both died poor and without
reparation. The Gurley and Stradford families never experienced the sustained kind of
generational wealth and growth that the DuPont, Marriott, Walton, and Gates families did,
each entrepreneurial white families who were permitted to flourish unrestrained in the
184
United States, not burned down, murdered, or destroyed.
A further echo of Black Wall Street and Elaine, Arkansas can be heard in the police
killings of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor and the #BlackLivesMatter protests that
spread throughout the world thereafter, as a simple perpetuation of this same refrain. That
the lives of beautiful and vibrant George Floyd and Breonna Taylor were so meaningless
to white police officers, is rooted in white supremacy and racial capitalism. 185 George
Floyd was accused of passing a counterfeit twenty dollar bill, emblazoned with the face of
Andrew Jackson, the president who spearheaded the Indian Removal Act.186 For this
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minor alleged crime, Floyd paid with his life under the knee of a white police officer. 187
Breonna Taylor, asleep in her bed, was roused by the chaos commenced by white police
who instigated a "no knock warrant" wherein Taylor paid with her life in the midst of the
literal hail storm of bullets shot wildly into her apartment in response to a boyfriend's
single shot at what he thought were intruders.188 This no knock warrant was precipitated
by an allegation that the boyfriend was involved in selling drugs, such violence justified
by the nation's epic failure of its War on Drugs, also driven by white supremacy and racial
capitalism.1 89 The lives of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in 2020 were as meaningless
to white power brokers as were the lives of the over 100 murdered Elaine sharecroppers
or the more than 300 murdered residents of Black Wall Street.
Indeed, this echo is not limited to the race and numbers of the dead, but to the means
and methods of their deaths as well. The massacres at Tulsa and Elaine are also examples
of war coming home. 190 This is obvious not only in the fact that veterans of the first World
War took part in both sides of both massacres, but also in the methodologies, techniques,
and technologies deployed in both massacres. In Elaine, this most literally occurred with
the deployment of a recently returned, notorious military unit and its devastating machine
guns, while in Tulsa this phenomenon let loose from above, with local, private aircraft
dropping bombs on entire blocks of Greenwood. Today, this phenomenon has been
formalized, sanctioned, and bureaucratized by the creation of programs explicitly and
intentionally designed to sell leftover weapons of war to local police departments-which
largely deploy them to crush protests against injustice. 191
Following the outbreak of COVID-19-which has disproportionately affected
Black, indigenous, and other minority communities, millions of people took to the streets
to protest the continued police killings of unarmed Black people, and the myriad injustices
of modern U.S. capitalism generally.1 92 National Guardsmen and heavily militarized
police forces were immediately mobilized to "put down" the protests, which were largely
organized by Black Lives Matter and its allies. 193 In January 2021, a publicly pre-planned
insurrection at the Capitol building encountered little official resistance, and managed to
quickly gain entry by storming up the same steps that had months earlier been guarded by
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194
It is clear from the disparate official responses
military personnel and armored vehicles.
which posed the greater threat to racial capitalism's status quo. That there would even be
a difference in response is not surprising given the economic and social reality of the
United States in 2021. Even before the pandemic, Black income, wealth, wages, poverty,
unemployment, housing, life expectancy and mortality rates, and incarceration all said the

same thing:
Being black, in and of itself, is a grave economic and social disadvantage, while being white
confers considerable advantage. That is true today, 155 years after the end of the Civil War,
after three constitutional amendments, the great civil rights movement, a large number of
civil rights laws, and Lord knows how many college courses and sensitivity training sessions
19 5
is testament to the power and tenacity of racist social structures.

Any effort to target these injustices by demanding greater political freedom and
economic rights is invariably a struggle against racial capitalism and its institutions, past
and present. The story of racial capitalism and the murderous consequences minority
citizens face as they struggle to break free from this oppression, continues today.
Remembering and reviewing events like the atrocities in Tulsa and Elaine, and the
echoes that persist still today, presents several challenges, including the challenge of
remembering and the challenge to remember. The challenge of remembering demands,
insofar as it is possible, that we situate atrocities within their time, within their
socioeconomic context, and not pull them out of their time as if they are otherworldly or
other-timely or anomalies which occurred in the past and could not possibly happen again.
Doing this requires a willingness to analyze and critique the socioeconomic, sociopolitical,
and myriad other institutions at work in and around such events. In the cases of Tulsa and
Elaine, this means the nature of early twentieth century racial capitalism in the United
States must be critiqued alongside individual and local actors, as well as the influence of
and on other peoples, globally. Extracted fossil fuels, like those which spurred Tulsa's rise,
powered the steam engines in the United States' cotton gins (often operated by child labor)
which processed the cotton picked by slaves and indebted sharecroppers-like those in
196
Elaine-so that it could be sent to textile manufacturers in England to clothe its empire.
The majority of this process occurred on stolen indigenous lands.
The challenge to remember requires that we not forget the past. Influenced by the
challenge of remembering, we must not forget these events by remembering as best we
can. That is to say: we must in historical context-not measured only by days and hours,
but by decades and centuries. We should remember and honor the dead, and we should
recoil at imagining how white mobs and white officials could commit such atrocities, but
we should also remember the struggle to build Black power and Black institutions, the
struggle for liberation. The challenge to remember further demands that we remember with
the present in mind so that we can bring about the change necessary to prevent future
massacres, and to change those systems which have a tendency towards violence and
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oppression.
These events also challenge our understanding of the present moment, and our
understanding of "how we got here." Behind and above the events in Tulsa and Elaine,
and countless other events like them, sits the system of racial capitalism. This system is
itself comprised of structures and institutions which carry out, operate within, reinforce,
and propagate its central aim: the generation of profits, primarily on the backs of those it
can most readily exploit. When considering past events then, we must also remember and
consider the complex entanglement of politicians, bureaucracies, officials, law
enforcement, land owners, managers and overseers, as well as scientists, academics,
religious leaders, entertainers, and lawyers, bankers, financiers, and traders which keeps
the system running as smoothly as possible, meeting threats to its power with violence if
necessary. We are thus challenged to understand whether and how our approaches to
educating, training, and managing these professions fully considers the historic role those
professions have played, intentionally and tangentially, in contracting for human slaves,
"buying" indigenous land, financing plantation infrastructure, exploiting race and class for
power and personal gain, unsustainably developing and extracting natural resources,
creating sciences for the benefit of social order and control, and creating popular narrative
to whitewash the violence inherent in racial capitalism. Learning from history is not just
about knowing the name of the man who holds the whip, it is also about knowing, as best
we can, why he has a whip, where he is-and why, what he is doing with the whip-and
why, and who bought the whip-and why.
VI.

CONCLUSION

The massacres which occurred in Elaine and Tulsa in 1919 and 1921 were driven by
a multitude of factors, but racial capitalism's socioeconomic framework created conditions
within which such atrocities were possible, even likely. Black Wall Street's attempts to
create a parallel economy and The Progressive Farmers and Household Union of
America's creation of a union both threatened racial capitalism by showing that not only
could the oppressed build and achieve great things without the oppressor's help, but also
that the oppressed were capable not just of envisioning a better world, but of fighting for
one.
By revisiting these events and considering them in their historical contexts, we are
better able to see how vestiges of the past remain present in our political, social, cultural,
academic, and legal institutions today. If we are to upend the social conditions which give
rise to police killings of unarmed Black people and which gave rise to massacres and
lynchings in the past, we must be willing to critique their source at the base of our society:
racial capitalism. To do this, we must also be willing to ask, within the legal profession:
how can we reckon with the role law, courts, and lawyers have played, and continue to
play, in being paid to uphold, justify, and legalize systems of oppression. In the United
States, early contracts were for slaves, early patents were for slave-restraining devices,
early police forces were slave catchers, and early international law was crafted to ease
slave-based commerce. These subjects should be taught and disseminated in a way which
addresses and learns from these facts.

